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WHY AMHERST?
Professors Greiner and Headrick explore the
University’s big move in a new book

T

wo UB Law professors who helped lead the University at Buffalo have
compiled a history that answers an often-asked question: How did the
University’s main campus end up in Amherst rather than the City of Buffalo?
Professors William R. Greiner, who served as the University’s 13th president, and Thomas E. Headrick, the school’s former provost and law dean, collaborated on the project. At least in part, Greiner said, the book was prompted by continuing complaints from second-guessers who think the University should have located on a “downtown campus.” In his 24 years in Capen Hall, Greiner said, “we
suffered in silence” on the issue.
Says Headrick: “When I was provost and for the 20-odd years before that, I
very frequently found people complaining about the fact that the University was
out in Amherst and not on the waterfront. I heard that so many times that I finally
decided to see what I
could find out in the UB
records about how the decision was made to come
out to Amherst.”
What resulted was a
joint effort to mine the UB
Archives as well as those of
the State University of New
York. Especially important,
they said, were the papers
of former UB Chancellor
Clifford R. Furnas, who organized an extensive consultation process to hear
from academic and administrative interests within the
University. The authors
read planning documents,
notes from the facilities department,
correspondence and minutes of the
UB Council. They also interviewed
some of the principals in the 1964 decision to locate the campus in
Amherst.
Greiner and Headrick emerged
with a portrait of a decision-making
process that was anything but ill-considered. The choice, they said, came
down to the limitations of what was
then the school’s main campus, at
Main Street and Bailey Avenue in Buf-
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“I finally decided to
see what I could find
out in the UB records
about how the
decision was made
to come out to
Amherst.”
– SUNY Distinguished
Service Professor
Thomas E. Headrick

falo, and SUNY and UB administrators’
vision for what the University was to
become.
“The formation of SUNY started
people thinking about public higher
education in New York State on a
much larger scale,” Greiner said.
“Once we got into the SUNY system in
1962, the discussion really heated up
about how big and where we would
be.
“How does an institution go about
making the decision to pick up and
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move seven miles? The decision-making was about New York State building
in Buffalo a great state university. The
goal was to build something great for
the region and the state. The planning
for all of this was very carefully done
for a long time, and the guiding principle was to build a great university.”
In one study, five possible locations were canvassed, including a 400acre site that would have stretched
from the city’s Allentown neighborhood to the Erie Basin on the waterfront. But there were two main strains
of thought, Headrick said. One was to
expand the Main Street campus, taking
over Grover Cleveland golf course and
gradually buying up housing and land
in the surrounding neighborhood and
growing the campus southward. Earlier in the 1950s while still private, he
said, the University had tried to buy
Grover Cleveland from the City, but
found the price too high. As an alternative, the University purchased the
Audubon Course in Amherst with the
intention of trading it for the Grover
Cleveland property. But the Town of
Amherst interceded, bought Audubon
from the University for town recreation, and assisted the University in acquiring 246 acres, north of the
Audubon course in Amherst for future
expansion. This acquisition gave the
University a foothold in Amherst, well
before SUNY ever appeared on the
scene.

T

he other idea was to start
over on a new site, for
which about 1,000 acres
would be needed to fit
SUNY’s plan for a major
state university. “It was never really
specified where,” Headrick said, “but
clearly Amherst was a logical location

was resurrected by a group of Buffalo
citizens who organized as the committee for an urban university. At their
urging the Governor asked the
Trustees to reconsider the choice of
sites. The Trustees brought in a consultant, Dr. Mason Gross, then President
of Rutgers University, to review the
site selection. Gross and Heller Associates, an engineering firm he selected
to assist him, confirmed the original
decision, and in February 1966 the
Trustees again committed to their 1964
choice.
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“Once we got into the SUNY system in 1962, the discussion
really heated up about how big and where we would be.”
– President Emeritus and University Professor William R. Greiner
because the University already owned
246 acres there. It was not that far
away from the existing campus, there
was reasonable street transportation,
and Route 290 came by it. There were
a lot of logistical virtues to Amherst.”
He said most of the University’s
academic interests, worried about the
transition to a new campus, favored
staying on Main Street. Those in
charge of athletics and student services
pushed for a larger single site.
The key question, Headrick said,
was one of enrollment: “Was 20,000
enrollment going to be the cap for
Buffalo? There were different educational theories about what UB would
become at the time. SUNY’s planners
thought in terms of a big Midwestern

state university. Furnas and others on
the academic side were thinking more
in terms of a public Ivy – a very highquality institution, with a reasonablysized enrollment, but not gargantuan,
open to highly qualified students. People in Albany rejected this idea, and
they did not want to be hamstrung by
the location at Main and Bailey.”
Ultimately, the SUNY Trustees opted both to keep the Main-Bailey
(South) Campus for the Health Sciences and to move the College and
other professional schools to a new
site in Amherst. That decision was
made in 1964. In that process, no other
sites were given serious consideration.
The so-called waterfront site became
an issue only in 1966 when the idea
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oday, the University –
SUNY’s flagship campus –
enrolls about 27,000 fulland part-time students on
its two main sites.
The book also summarizes the
University’s earlier history, beginning
with its original conception in 1836,
and describes the founding in 1922 of
the Main Street campus – the far reaches of the municipality back then. “People say UB should not have gone to
the suburbs,” Greiner said. “Well, UB
went to the suburbs in 1922.”
“If you want to understand anything, it seems to me you have to
know its history. I do not think we
spend enough time studying history.”
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